HERMAN MELVILLE

duced in Billy Budd another masterly short novel which with
all his early freshness has also a profound and realistic wis-
dom that was new to him.

The story of Billy Budd was probably suggested by the
hanging of a midshipman charged with mutiny on the Ameri-
can brig Somcrs in 1842, of which Melville may have heard
while he was in the Navy, but in the novel he lays the scene
on a British man-of-war in the year of the great mutiny of
1797. The plot is a subtle moral triangle, Budd, a young
foretopman, by his charm and innocence draws upon himself
the instinctive perverse animosity of the mastcr~at-arms, Clag-
gart Claggart falsely accuses him to Commander Vere, who
confronts the two men, Budd, outraged by such malice and
unable for a moment to speak, strikes Claggart, who dies of
the blow. Vere, though he knows that Budd did not intend
murder and that Claggart had been the first offender, has no
choice under the recent mutiny act but to hang the seaman
who has in time of war struck a superior officer, and more-
over caused his death* Claggart has been evil and Budd
good, but momentary violence and accident have changed the
simple contrast. On this ship and at this time, with mutiny
threatening, Budd's deed, Vere decides, must be punished
whether it had any bad intent or not. Life would go to pieces
if its necessary forms were not carried out. Here was a kind
of stern understanding beyond the reach of the romancer
who had imagined Captain Ahab. Nor is Melville's under-
standing limited to Vere. It delicately creates Budd in the
very image of innocence, without a touch of priggishness or
mawkishness, and winds its way through the lago labyrinth
of Claggart's "depravity according to nature/' The entire story
is closely and beautifully reasoned, full of the most arresting
insight into the human heart. Having come at last, it seems,
to a full mastery of himself, Melville was master of his imagi-
nation and the materials it worked upon.

His death led to renewed attention to his work, but he had
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